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ABSTRACT

Background: Previous studies have examined the prevalence, risk factors, and health correlates of sexual stressors in the
military, but have been limited to specific subpopulations. Furthermore, little is known about sexual stressors’ occur
rence and their correlates in relation to female troops deployed to the current operations in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Methods: Using longitudinal data from Millennium Cohort participants, the associations of recent deployment as well as
other individual and environmental factors with sexual harassment and sexual assault were assessed among U.S. female
military personnel. Multivariable analyses were used to investigate the associations.
Findings: Of 13,262 eligible participants, 1,362 (10.3%) reported at least one sexual stressor at follow up. Women who
deployed and reported combat experiences were significantly more likely to report sexual harassment (odds ratio [OR],
2.20; 95% confidence interval [CI], 1.84 2.64) or both sexual harassment and sexual assault (OR, 2.47; 95% CI, 1.61 3.78)
compared with nondeployers. In addition, significant risk factors for sexual stressors included younger age, recent
separation or divorce, service in the Marine Corps, positive screen for a baseline mental health condition, moderate/
severe life stress, and prior sexual stressor experiences.
Conclusions: Although deployment itself was not associated with sexual stressors, women who both deployed and
reported combat were at a significantly increased odds for sexual stressors than other female service members who did
not deploy. Understanding the factors associated with sexual stressors can inform future policy and prevention efforts to
eliminate sexual stressors.

Copyright © 2013 by the Jacobs Institute of Women'’s Health. Published by Elsevier Inc.

Introduction and Background

Unwanted sexual experiences have been associated with poor
mental and physical health (Campbell, Lichty, Sturza, & Raja,
2006; Frayne, Skinner, Sullivan, & Freund, 2003; Murdoch,
Pryor, Polusny, & Gackstetter, 2007; Smith et al, 2011),
including posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD; Haskell et al.,
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2010; Kimerling et al.,, 2010; Luterek, Bittinger, & Simpson,
2011; Vogt, Pless, King, & King, 2005) and unhealthy behaviors,
such as alcohol abuse (Davis & Wood, 1999; Gradus, Street, Kelly,
& Stafford, 2008). The issue of sexual harassment and sexual
assault in the military has recently started to receive more
attention from researchers (Suris & Lind, 2008), the Department
of Defense (Lipari, Cook, Rock, & Matos, 2008; Lipari, Lancaster, &
Jones, 2005), and media (La Bash, Vogt, King, & King, 2008; Risen,
2012). A recent, nationally representative survey of active duty
U.S. military personnel found that 4.4% of women and 0.9% of
men reported unwanted sexual contact in the past year (Rock,
Lipari, Cook, & Hale, 2010). Rates of sexual harassment are
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higher, with 34% of women and 6% of men reporting these
experiences (Lipari et al., 2008). Among female veterans of the
Iraq and Afghanistan wars who received health care in the
Veterans Administration Health Care System, military sexual
trauma rates are as high as 15% (Haskell et al., 2010; Kimerling
et al., 2010). Furthermore, in previously deployed veterans,
sexual harassment and sexual assault were suggestive of declines
in postdeployment health and increase use of Veterans Affairs
services (Bean Mayberry et al., 2011; Vogt et al., 2005; Wolfe,
Schnurr, Brown, & Furey, 1994). Among recent war veterans
with PTSD, women who experienced military sexual trauma had
more comorbid mental health diagnoses than those who did not
experience military sexual trauma (Maguen et al, 2012).
Although research efforts have examined sexual stressors in
military populations, these have been limited to specific
subgroups (e.g., veterans, active duty Air Force women) and
constrained by retrospective or cross sectional designs (Bostock
& Daley, 2007; Kimerling et al., 2010; Martin, Rosen, Durand,
Stretch, & Knudson, 1998; Street, Gradus, Stafford, & Kelly,
2007). To our knowledge, no study has examined the relation
ship between deployment and sexual stressors with the opera
tions in Iraq and Afghanistan among a population based sample
of U.S. female service members. Understanding this relationship
is imperative to help design interventions and guide future
policy, and to reduce the presence of these stressors in the
military.

The Millennium Cohort Study, a population based cohort of
U.S. service members, provides a unique opportunity to examine
this association between deployment to the recent conflicts and
sexual stressors, while rectifying some previous research defi
ciencies (Gray et al., 2002; Ryan et al., 2007). Thus, the study’s
main objective was to investigate deployment as well as other
individual and environmental factors in relation to sexual
harassment and sexual assault among U.S. military women.

Methods
Study Population

The Millennium Cohort Study, a large longitudinal study, was
launched in 2001 to investigate health outcomes associated with
military service (Gray et al., 2002; Ryan et al., 2007). Using an in
depth questionnaire, occupational and life experiences are
assessed prospectively at 3 year intervals. The cohort currently
includes more than 150,000 members who enrolled during three
separate cycles between 2001 and 2008. The methodology of the
Millennium Cohort Study has been described previously (Ryan
et al, 2007; Smith, 2009). This study population included
women from the first panel, who provided informed consent,
completed a baseline (2001 2003) and first follow up ques
tionnaire (2004 2006), and had complete data. Because the
focus of this study was to examine the possible association
between deployment and sexual stressors, those who were
separated from the U.S. military before baseline were excluded.

Sexual Stressors Metrics

At the 2004 2006 follow up assessment, participants were
asked if they “suffered forced sexual relations or sexual assault”
or “experienced sexual harassment” in the past 3 years. Based on
their responses, participants were classified into one of four
possible categories: a) Sexual assault and sexual harassment,

b) sexual assault only, c) sexual harassment only, or d) no
sexual stressor.

At the 2001 2003 baseline assessment, participants were
also asked if they had “ever” experienced these events. Partici
pants responding “yes” to either or both events were classified as
having prior sexual stressors.

Deployment and Combat Experience

Deployment was ascertained from Department of Defense
electronic military data documenting in and out of theater dates
for personnel in support of the operations in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Based on these files received from the Defense
Manpower Data Center, the main exposure was deployment
between baseline and follow up. Because it has been demon
strated that combat experience increases the risk for post
deployment adverse health outcomes (Hoge et al., 2004; Smith
et al., 2008), participants were categorized as nondeployed,
deployed without combat like experiences, or deployed with
combat like experiences. Participants were considered to have
deployed with combat like experiences if they reported personal
exposure at follow up to at least one of the following: witnessing
death; witnessing physical abuse; dead and/or decomposing
bodies; maimed soldiers or civilians; or prisoners of war, or
refugees. To control for earlier deployments, women who
deployed before baseline, including 1) the 1991 Gulf War, 2)
Bosnia, Kosovo, or Southwest Asia between 1998 and 2000, or 3)
in support of the operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, were clas
sified as having previous deployment experience.

Individual Vulnerability Factors

Problem drinking was assessed using baseline questions from
the Primary Care Evaluation of Mental Disorders Patient Health
Questionnaire (PHQ). Participants who reported one or more of
five alcohol related problems in the last 12 months, such as
driving a car after several drinks, were classified as having
alcohol related problems. At baseline, women who reported
drinking more than seven alcoholic drinks per week were
considered to be heavy drinkers, and those consuming four or
more drinks per occasion or day were considered binge drinkers,
based on research indicating that drinking beyond this level may
increase the risk for alcohol related problems (Criqui, 1998;
Dawson, Grant, & Li, 2005; Goldberg, Mosca, Piano, & Fisher,
2001; Naimi et al, 2003; US. Department of Health and
Human Services and U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2005).

Baseline mental health status was assessed using data from
the PTSD Checklist Civilian Version (PCL C) and the PHQ. Based
on the 17 self reported PCL C items, participants were identified
as screening positive for PTSD if they reported a moderate or
higher level of at least one intrusion symptom, three avoidance
symptoms, and two hyperarousal symptoms (criteria established
by the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 4th
edition, text revision [DSM IV TR]; American Psychiatric
Association, 2000; Weathers, Litz, Herman, Huska, & Keane,
1993). Using the standardized PHQ scoring mechanisms, major
depression, panic syndrome, and other anxiety syndromes were
assessed at baseline (Spitzer, Kroenke, & Williams, 1999; Spitzer,
Williams, Kroenke, Hornyak, & McMurray, 2000; Spitzer et al.,
1994). Binge like eating disorders were assessed applying
criteria from the DSM IV TR to PHQ questions regarding eating
behaviors. Participants were classified as having a mental
disorder if they screened positive for one or more of the
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following conditions at baseline: PTSD, major depression, panic
syndrome, other anxiety syndrome, or binge like eating disorder.

Because stressful life experiences, such as major financial
problems or death of a family member, may be associated with
sexual stressors, an aggregate variable was created to measure
life stress before baseline (low, moderate, or severe life stress),
which may have occurred before entering military service
(Holmes & Rahe, 1967).

Demographics and Military Characteristics

Demographic and military specific data were obtained from
Department of Defense electronic personnel files, including
gender, birth date, highest education level, race/ethnicity, pay
grade, service component (active duty and Reserve/National
Guard), service branch (Army, Air Force, Navy/Coast Guard, and
Marine Corps), and occupation. Marital status (single/widowed,
married, separated/divorced before baseline, and separated/
divorced since baseline) was based on self report, with
personnel data used to backfill missing information as necessary.

Women who left military service between baseline and
follow up were classified as separated; all other women who
were serving in the military from baseline to follow up were
classified as not separated.

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive and univariate analyses were conducted to
compare demographic, military, and behavioral characteristics
between the four sexual stressor categories. Multinomial logistic
regression was used to ascertain independent associations
between recent deployment experience and sexual stressors,
after adjusting for demographics, military, and behavioral char
acteristics. Because it was plausible that prior sexual stressors
might modify the relationship between recent deployment and
recent sexual stressors, an interaction term was assessed. With
the exception of basic demographics and the main exposures,
variables that were not associated with the outcome (p >.10) and
that did not confound the association of recent deployment
experience with the outcome were removed from the final
statistical model. Regression diagnostics were performed to
assess collinearity among covariates, as well as goodness of fit
tests. A subanalysis was conducted to examine the relationship
between the five specific combat like experiences and the sexual
stressors. All data analyses were completed using SAS, version
9.2 (SAS Institute, Inc., Cary, NC). We obtained written consent
from all participants.

Results

Of the 14,672 women who completed a baseline and first
follow up questionnaire, 816 who had separated from the mili
tary before baseline were excluded from the study. Of the 13,856
eligible participants, 524 did not complete the sexual stressor
questions, 53 were missing the alcohol questions, 16 had missing
demographic data, and 1 had missing combat experience data.
Thus, the study population consisted of the remaining 13,262
women.

Characteristics of the study sample are shown in Table 1. The
study population consisted of women, among whom 92% were
born before 1980, 43% had a high school education or less, 50%
were married, 64% were White non Hispanic, 73% were of

enlisted pay grade, 50% were active duty members, 50% were in
the Army, and 61% reported no previous sexual stressor.

Of the 13,262 participants, 1,362 (10.3%) reported at least one
sexual stressor in the 3 year follow up period (Table 1). Of those,
1,089 (80.0%) reported sexual harassment, 121 (8.9%) reported
sexual assault, and 152 (11.2%) reported both sexual harassment
and assault. Thus, the 3 year cumulative incidence of sexual
harassment was 9.4% (n  1,241) and sexual assault was 2.1%
(n 273).

Approximately 20% of the women deployed between baseline
and follow up; of these, 1,193 (44.1%) reported combat like
experiences (Table 2). Women who were deployed who experi
enced combat reported the highest cumulative incidence of
sexual harassment (19.9%) and sexual assault (4.0%) in the 3 year
follow up period.

The results from the final multinomial logistic regression,
adjusting for demographics, pay grade, service branch, occupa
tion, mental disorders, life stressors, and prior sexual stressors
are shown in Table 3. Because prior sexual trauma did not modify
the relationship (p  .89), no stratification was needed and prior
sexual trauma was adjusted for in the final model. Combat
deployment in support of the recent conflicts was significantly
associated with sexual harassment (odds ratio [OR], 2.20, 95%
confidence interval [CI], 1.84 2.64) and with both sexual
harassment and sexual assault (OR, 2.47; 95% CI, 1.61 3.78), but
not the sexual assault only category. Women who deployed
before baseline had lower odds of sexual harassment and sexual
assault (OR, 0.52; 95% CI, 0.31 0.89) compared with women who
did not previously deploy.

In addition, the youngest women, born in 1980 or later, were
more than five times more likely to report sexual assault, with or
without sexual harassment, than those born before 1960. Female
service members who reported prior sexual stressors were
nearly three times as likely to report recent sexual assault and
more than four times as likely to report recent sexual harassment
or both sexual stressors compared with those who did not report
prior assault. Women serving in the Marine Corps were twice as
likely to report sexual stressors, whereas women serving in the
Army had a 57% increased odds for sexual harassment compared
with Air Force service members. Other characteristics associated
with sexual stressors at follow up included marital status
(separated or divorced since baseline), life stress, baseline mental
disorders, occupation (combat specialists), and enlisted pay
grade.

The subanalysis examining the relationship between the
specific combat like experiences and sexual stressors revealed
that each of the five items was significantly related to the sexual
harassment outcome, but only “witnessing physical abuse” was
significantly associated with the sexual assault outcome. This
item was then removed from the definition of combat experience
to test whether the association would remain significant in the
primary model, and results were consistent.

Discussion

Over the past two decades, the role of women in the U.S.
military has expanded, encompassing most occupations in the
military to include combat support roles. Although much
research has investigated the health of service members
deployed in support of the operations in Iraq and Afghanistan, it
has been challenging to address the experiences of female
service members with regard to sexual stressors. This is among
the first studies to investigate the association between recent
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Strengths and Limitations

This is the first study to analyze the association between
deployment in support of the operations in Iraq and Afghanistan
and sexual stressors in a large, population based cohort of
military women, including those who serve in the Reserves and
National Guard. Numerous investigations for potential biases
have found the Millennium Cohort to be representative of mili
tary personnel and suggest data reporting is reliable with
minimal non response bias (Chretien, Chu, Smith, Smith, & Ryan,
2007; LeardMann, Smith, Smith, Wells, & Ryan, 2007; Riddle
et al,, 2007; Ryan et al, 2007; Smith, Leard, Smith, Reed, &
Ryan, 2007; Smith, Wingard, et al., 2007; Smith, Jacobson,
Smith, Hooper, & Ryan, 2007; Smith, Zamorski, et al., 2007;
Wells et al., 2008). Recall errors may also have been reduced,
since outcome information was collected within a relatively
short period (3 years) of the event(s). Furthermore, information
regarding individual vulnerability factors was collected before
measuring the outcome, avoiding the problems of retrospective
recall that can bias results when information about outcomes
and risk factors are collected simultaneously. This study also
addressed potential confounding by prior sexual stressor
experiences by controlling for such history in our analyses.
Although we relied on self reported symptoms and not a clinical
assessment, the PCL C and PHQ may have actually more accu
rately capture those with mental health symptoms than actual
clinical diagnoses or hospitalization data, because many indi
viduals with mental health disorders do not seek treatment
(Hoge et al., 2004).

This study also had several limitations. The sexual stressor
questions on the Millennium Cohort questionnaires capture
events that have occurred during the 3 year follow up period, so
it was not possible to ascertain whether these events occurred
before, during, or after deployments. However, 70% of women
reported the most recent sexual stressor event happening during
the year they were deployed. In addition, no information was
collected on the perpetrators, so we were not able to identify or
characterize these individuals. Although unlikely, we cannot
eliminate the possibility that the association found between
combat deployment and sexual stressors could be related to
reporting error, in that women who report combat experience
may also be more likely to report sexual stressors. Because
abbreviated measures that lack detailed descriptions or defini
tions were used to assess sexual stressors, and because
unwanted sexual experiences may carry a stigma, participants
may under or over report traumatic events; further, recall of
traumatic events may be imperfect and influenced by the
assessment process itself (Krinsley, Gallagher, Weathers, Kutter,
& Kaloupek, 2003). Although the combat like experiences were
reported to have occurred during a time coinciding with
deployment, the questions are not specific to deployment;
therefore, it is possible that these events did not occur during
deployment. Last, the PCL C and PHQ were used to assess mental
disorders, and although they are standardized and validated
instruments, they cannot stand in for a clinical diagnosis and
thus, may misclassify mental health status.

Implications for Practice and Policy

Understanding the factors that contribute to sexual stressors
is the first step in designing and evaluating interventions aimed
at reducing these stressors in the military. Our findings indicate
that some of the risk factors for sexual stressors are related to the

type of environment (e.g., combat experience, branch of service),
whereas others are related to individual risk and resiliency
factors (e.g., age, marital status, mental health conditions). In
designing and testing interventions to prevent sexual stressors,
it may be practical to target these environments, as well as focus
on enhancing resiliency factors in younger women, those newly
separated or divorced, and those with positive mental health
screens. Sexual stressors are not unique to the military. Chal
lenges have been well described among young women in
university and occupational settings (Brown et al., 2011; Connor,
Gray, & Kypri, 2010). Military occupations, however, clearly
provide a complicated and unique set of stressors when opera
tional deployments are considered. The recent change to open
positions to women whose primary mission is to engage in direct
combat is likely to increase the numbers of women serving in
combat roles and those deployed with combat (U.S. Department
of Defense and Joint Chiefs of Staff, 2013). Therefore, it is critical,
now more than ever, to evaluate ways to prevent and eliminate
sexual stressors in these environments that are associated with
increased risk of sexual stressors. Programs to prevent sexual
harassment and assault in civilian communities have resulted in
minimal or mixed success (Vladutiu, Martin, & Macy, 2011), and
the military has recognized that a sustained effort to eliminate
sexual stressors is necessary. The U.S. Department of Defense has
developed programs in recent years, with mandatory training at
all levels that also use social media tools to prevent sexual
assault against both female and male service members, yet more
steps need to be taken to mitigate sexual stressors in the military
(U.S. Department of Defense, 2008, 2010). Because increased
formal reporting of sexual stressors is one measure of
programmatic success, public health policymakers will be chal
lenged to measure actual effectiveness of programs in reducing
sexual harassment or assault. Through continued assessments
and studies, such as the Millennium Cohort, prospective collec
tion of self reported information on sexual stressors is essential
for continued focus and measuring progress.
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